That leaves researchers who had planned to send payloads on the company's future flights without a ride to space for the time being. The accident comes as NASA was ramping up research in the part of the space station designated as a US national laboratory.
No one was hurt in the accident, and, in most cases, backup versions of the experiments will eventually be able to fly. But with programme managers now frantically reshuffling flight manifests, the challenge will be getting a spot on future launches.
"We're essentially in a bit of a bottleneck," says Abby Dickes, a spokeswoman for NanoRacks, a company in Webster, Texas, that organizes payloads for space flight.
Roughly one-third of Orbital's cargo load, or about 730 kilogrammes, was scientific equipment. That included the Arkyd 3 miniature satellite built by Planetary Resources, an asteroid-mining company in Redmond, Washington. Arkyd 3 was an early version of a space telescope the company aims to use to search for asteroids to mine for valuable deposits. A second version is already under construction and will be ready for launch next year, says company president Chris Lewicki. "We'd have loved to have celebrated, but this is space and space is inherently risky," he says.
Also on board was the Meteor experiment developed at the Chiba Institute of Technology in Japan. It was "shocking to see the rocket explode", says project manager Tomoko Arai, who was at Wallops for the launch. Meteor would have been the first space experiment to use a high-definition video camera to study the brightness and properties of dust during major meteor showers. Arai says that the researchers built a backup camera and plan to fly it as soon as they can find a spot for it.
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The Antares rocket experienced a catastrophic failure just after lift-off from Wallops Island, Virginia.
